
Multilingual Ballot Requirements Need Clarification 
Supervisor Chris Norby, County of Orange, California 

 
The multilingual ballot sections of the Voting Rights Act perpetuate negative stereotypes, are outdated, 
vague and violate the spirit of assimilation that holds our country together.  

Naturalized voters pass a citizenship test in English. Immigrants study for months to and take special classes 
to prepare for this test. Should the law presume they are incapable of voting in English? 

According to the current interpretation of the VRA, my County of Orange must provide translations in 
Spanish, Vietnamese, Chinese and Korean. 

Multilingualism perpetuates the false stereotype that immigrants are not learning English, either by lack of 
desire or ability. Today's naturalized citizens have higher education and income levels than in past 
generations. 

Complex ballot propositions are difficult enough to explain in English, let alone other languages. Chinese 
uses over 20,000 characters, with a simplified system (on the mainland) and a traditional system (in Taiwan 
and Hong Kong) that is distinctly different. Not surprisingly, most Chinese-American voters in Orange 
County are well-educated professionals who overwhelmingly in English. 

The original Voting Rights Act of 1965 empowered African-Americans to vote, which they had long been 
denied in the Jim Crow-era South. The law ended blatant race-based political discrimination. It had nothing 
to do with multilingual voting. It was only in renewals of the Voting Rights Act that multilingual ballot 
requirements crept in, and those rules have become onerous. 

The method for determining which voters are non-English speaking is highly suspect. Census forms ask us 
whether we speak English "Very Well, Well, Not Well or Not at All." Only those checking "Very Well" are 
judged capable of voting in English. Speaking English "Well" should be good enough. It was obviously good 
enough to pass the citizenship test. In addition, all immigrants who have not finished the fifth grade are 
presumed illiterate. When more than 5 percent or 10,000 people of the voting-age population in a county 
meet both these criteria, the non-English-ballot requirements take effect. 

If these standards are left unchanged, after the 2010 census my county could be required to print ballots in 
Tagalog, Hindi, Punjabi, Urdu, and Farsi, depending on future immigration patterns 

Such confusing rules allow DOJ agents to push us far beyond what the law actually requires. Last year, we 
were required send 118,856 "outreach" letters offering voters foreign-language ballots. We got hundreds of 
angry responses back from voters who were insulted at the suggestion they couldn't speak English. 
(Attachment 1) 

All of our voter pamphlets will soon be required to contain all five languages, even those sent to native 
English speakers. This would cost us over $20 million per election, incite anti-immigrant feelings and give 
the voter pamphlet the bulk of a phone book.  

DOJ agents have given our Registrar a list of Spanish, Vietnamese, Korean and Chinese surnames. Based on 
surnames alone, we are to assume that 25% of voters with these names are limited English-speaking. 
(Attachment 2) 



Most of our voters with Spanish, Vietnamese, Korean and Chinese surnames were born in this country, while 
others took these names upon marriage. The rest all took the citizenship test in English. It is insulting to 
stereotype people’s language ability based on their names! 

The multilingual requirements are now creeping into court decisions. A recent recall election in Santa Ana 
was placed in doubt by the Ninth Circuit Court because the petitions were written only in English. Similar 
petitions are being challenged all over the state, limiting citizens’ right to petition for recall and state and 
local initiative elections. Yet, the Voting Rights Act has no mandate whatsoever for multilingual petitions.  

I urge a total reexamination of the need for multilingual ballots. If they are kept, five simple clarifications 
that would greatly improve the Voting Rights Act and these have submitted these in writing for your 
consideration: (Attachment 3) 

1) Accept the naturalized voters’ self-description of their own English ability. Speaking English “well” 
or “very well” should both be considered adequate. 

      2)  Non-English voting material should only be provided to those who request them. 

      3)  Delete the numerical threshold of 10,000 and raise the 5% threshold to 10%.  

      4)  English fluency assumptions must never be based on a voter’s surname.   

5) Any multilingual ballot provisions do not apply to petitions. 

Let the values of the Voting Rights Act reflect that of civic assimilation, not static schisms. Let voting be a 
tool for unity, not division.   
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42 USCS § 1973aa-1a 
 
§ 1973aa-1a.  Bilingual election requirements  
 
(a) Congressional findings and declaration of policy. The Congress finds that, 
through the use of various practices and procedures, citizens of language 
minorities have been effectively excluded from participation in the electoral 
process. Among other factors, the denial of the right to vote of such minority 
group citizens is ordinarily directly related to the unequal educational 
opportunities afforded them, resulting in high illiteracy and low voting 
participation. The Congress declares that, in order to enforce the guarantees of 
the fourteenth and fifteenth amendments to the United States Constitution [USCS 
Constitution, Amendments 14, 15], it is necessary to eliminate such 
discrimination by prohibiting these practices, and by prescribing other remedial 
devices. 
  
(b) Bilingual voting materials requirement. 
   (1) Generally. Before August 6, 2007, no covered State or political subdivision 
shall provide voting materials only in the English language. 
   (2) Covered States and political subdivisions. 
      (A) Generally. A State or political subdivision is a covered State or political 
subdivision for the purposes of this subsection if the Director of the Census 
determines, based on census data, that-- 
         (i) (I) more than 5 10 percent of the citizens of voting age of such State or 
political subdivision are members of a single language minority and are limited-
English proficient; 
            (II) more than 10,000 of the citizens of voting age of such political 
subdivision are members of a single language minority and are limited-English 
proficient; or 
            (III) in the case of a political subdivision that contains all or any part of an 
Indian reservation, more than  5 10  percent of the American Indian or Alaska 
Native citizens of voting age within the Indian reservation are members of a 
single language minority and are limited-English proficient; and 
         (ii) the illiteracy rate of the citizens in the language minority as a group is 
higher than the national illiteracy rate. 
      (B) Exception. The prohibitions of this subsection do not apply in any political 
subdivision that has less than  5 10  percent voting age limited-English proficient 
citizens of each language minority which comprises over  5 10  percent of the 
statewide limited-English proficient population of voting age citizens, unless the 
political subdivision is a covered political subdivision independently from its 
State. 
   (3) Definitions. As used in this section-- 
      (A) the term "voting materials" means registration or voting notices, forms, 
instructions, assistance, or other materials or information relating to the electoral 
process, including ballots; 
      (B) the term "limited-English proficient" means unable to speak or understand 

 
ATTACHMENT III



English adequately enough to participate in the electoral process as derived from 
respondents to the most recent United States Census reporting that they speak 
English “Not well” or “Not at all”; 
      (C) the term "Indian reservation" means any area that is an American Indian 
or Alaska Native area, as defined by the Census Bureau for the purposes of the 
1990 decennial census; 
      (D) the term "citizens" means citizens of the United States; and 
      (E) the term "illiteracy" means the failure to complete the 5th primary grade. 
   (4) Special rule. The determinations of the Director of the Census under this 
subsection shall be effective upon publication in the Federal Register and shall 
not be subject to review in any court. 
  
(c) Requirement of voting notices, forms, instructions, assistance, or other 
materials and ballots in minority language. Whenever any State or political 
subdivision subject to the prohibition of subsection (b) of this section provides 
any registration or voting notices, forms, instructions, assistance, or other 
materials or information relating to the electoral process, including ballots, but not 
including initiative, referendum or recall petitions, it shall provide them in the 
language of the applicable minority group as well as in the English language,;  
except provided, that such materials and information shall not be required to be 
provided based on surname alone and shall be provided only on request by 
limited English proficient voters.   That wWhere the language of the applicable 
minority group is oral or unwritten or in the case of Alaskan natives and American 
Indians, if the predominant language is historically unwritten, the State or political 
subdivision is only required to furnish oral instructions, assistance, or other 
information relating to registration and voting. 
  
(d) Action for declaratory judgment permitting English-only materials. Any State 
or political subdivision subject to the prohibition of subsection (b) of this section, 
which seeks to provide English-only registration or voting materials or 
information, including ballots, may file an action against the United States in the 
United States District Court for a declaratory judgment permitting such provision. 
The court shall grant the requested relief if it determines that the illiteracy rate of 
the applicable language minority group within the State or political subdivision is 
equal to or less than the national illiteracy rate. 
  
(e) Definitions. For purposes of this section, the term "language minorities" or 
"language minority group" means persons who are American Indian, Asian 
American, Alaskan Natives, or of Spanish heritage. 
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